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To improve schooling and achievement in a diverse society requires units of analysis that tap
into significant structures, processes, and dynamicsof culture asthey affect individual students
and schools. These units must be sensitive to variability among individuals within seemingly
homogenous groups and to similarities between apparently heterogeneous communities. This
article presents and illustrates 2 such units of analysis: cultural settings and cultural models.
These units can produces details needed to address the linked problems of minority
underachievement and school reform. Wedraw illustrationsfrom 2 parallel lines of research: 1
addressed to underachievement of Spanish-speaking children and the other to improvement of

schooling and teaching.

This article addresses the concept of culture and describes a
way of thinking about and operationally defining aspects of
culturein educational research on two connected challenges:
the minority achievement gap and barriersto school improve-
ment and reform. Rather than describing and arguing for aset
of culture-specificfindings, relevant for the education of spe-
cific groups of students, we instead describe and argue for
units of analysis that tap important cultural factors.

We claim the concept of “culture” can be rendered more
practically useful in educational research and practice if we
introduce and employ two key ideas—cultural settings and
cultural models. We think these ideas have implications for
improving achievement not only for ethnic minority children
but children in general. We will illustrate what we mean by
settings and models in two specific research areas that often
invoke the concept of culture yet are not necessarily dis-
cussed in close proximity—homeinfluences onlearning, and
school and teaching improvement.

However, we make no claim of ethnic specificity. To the
contrary, we suspect that our findings have more general ap-
plicability for understanding (and improving) both homein-

Requests for reprints should be sent to Ronald Gallimore, Department of
Psychiatry & Behavioral Science, University of California, 760 Westwood
Plaza, Los Angeles, CA 90095. E-mail: ronaldg@ucla.edu

fluences on children’slearning and effortsto reform schools
to better serve children and families. Thus, thisarticlewill be
morean articulation of apoint of view and lessareview of our
and others’ research on the achievement of minority children
and how it can be improved through “culture-specific” or
“universal” means. Our goal isto suggest some ways the re-
search community can produceinformation about therelation
of culture and achievement that practitioners can use for
youngsters who need our help the most.

BRIEF HISTORY

Inrecent years, culture hasbeen center stagein discussions of
the achievement of minority children. Although culture and
cultural analysesloom largeintoday’ sresearch perspectives,
that has not always been the case.

A problem of long standing in the United States, the
underachievement of ethnic minority students, emerged asa
national issue only after the Supreme Court outlawed segre-
gated schools in 1954. Just as Sputnik forced the nation to
consider that its educational system was not producing at
“world-class levels,” so too did the Supreme Court decision
force U.S. society to examine whether it was living up to the
promise of equity and fair treatment for all children. Nearly
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50 years after the seminal events of the 1950s, the news re-
mains mixed (National Education Goals Panel, 1997, 1998,
1999). Among thedifferent ethnic groups, educational attain-
ment (degree levels) of al American ethnic groups hasrisen
in both absolute and relative terms, and there has been some
progress in educationa achievement. Nonetheless, Blacks,
Latinos, and Native Americans remain significantly
overrepresented among low-achieving students and very
underrepresented among high achievers (Miller, 1995).

Prior to the Supreme Court decision, amajor research fo-
cus was assessing the negative effects on minority child de-
velopment of segregation and discrimination. The consensus
at the time was that minority children, in particular African
Americans, did poorly in school because their development
was negatively affected by social conditions. Although such
results were cited to good effect in legal briefs arguing for
school desegregation (e.g., Clark & Clark, 1940), it was
quickly challenged asimplicitly “blaming the victims.”

The challengers rejected what came to be termed deficit
explanations. They offered a competing view, sometimes
called a differences explanation, which attributed minority
underachievement to discontinuities between home and
school cultures, for example, language, values, behavioral
expectations, and so forth (Baratz & Baratz, 1970; Valentine
1971)—not to deficienciesin the child. For example, in one
enormoudly influential study, Labov (1972) concluded that
poor performance by inner city African American children
was not due to their linguistic deficits; rather, it was due to
White testers’ failure to understand the logic and coherence
of “Black vernacular English.” In other words, important dif-
ferencesin the language used by these two groups, and there-
fore poor performance by the children, reflected afailure of
communication—a failure due to cultural differences, not
child deficits.

Over thenext decades, asubstantial literature accumul ated
for several U.S. communities, including African American,
Native Americans, Latinos, and native Hawaiians, identify-
ing discontinuities between various aspects of home and
school cultures. Researchers and educators hypothesized that
these discontinuities were at least partly, if not largely, re-
sponsible for widespread underachievement among many
ethnic minority children. The central ideawasthat therewere
substantial differences between norms of behavior, language
usage, cognitive styles, and other aspects of personal and in-
terpersonal functioning that children learned at home and
what was then expected at school. These differences—which
researchers stressed were not deficienciesin children—inter-
feredwith children’ slearningin school. A logical conclusion,
therefore, was that ethnic minority children’s achievement
could be improved if schoolsidentified these differences (or
discontinuities) and designed instruction and curriculum that
weremore compatiblewith children’ shome cultures (Cazden
1986; Erickson, 1986; Tharp 1989).

Although there remains only limited evidence that reduc-
ing home—school discontinuities increases student achieve-

ment intheaggregate (Fueyo & Bechtol, 1999; Goldenberg &
Gallimore, 1989; Vierra, 1984; athough, see Allen &
Boykin, 1992, for a different perspective), there are compel-
ling demonstrations of their effects on learning environ-
ments. Numerous studiesindicate that cultural patterns (e.g.,
behavior or language use) that are markedly different from
school normsand expectations caninterferewith the creation
of optimal learning environmentsfor some children (e.g., Au
& Mason, 1981-1982; Valdés, 1996).

Cultural explanations have also gained prominencein the
school reform domain. Sarason (1971) first made the connec-
tion a generation ago in one of the most celebrated books on
educational reform, The Culture of the School and the Prob-
lem of Change; a second edition of this classic has recently
been published (Sarason, 1996). Sarason’s (1971) message
was contained in thetitle: Changing schoolsis a problem of
changing school culture. School reformers have erred in at-
tempting to change curricula or instruction or school organi-
zation. This misses the boat, Sarason (1971) argued; the
school’ sculture, the very fabric of its existence, iswhat must
be changed.

The concept of school and teacher culture has become
widely familiar in the educational research literature, as sug-
gested by the title of Feiman-Nemser and Floden’s (1986)
chapter in the third edition of the Handbook of Research on
Teaching, “ The Cultures of Teaching.” Much moreinformed
by a sociological than anthropological perspective, research
on school cultures has enriched our understanding of why ed-
ucators act and think as they do in the context of the schools
wherethey work. Thisresearchispotentially enormously im-
portant in the domain of school reform. Scholars of school
improvement have continued to look at school culture in an
effort to understand why successful reformisso difficult and,
accordingly, to identify productive avenues for school
change (e.g., Fullan, 1991, 1993; Little& McLaughlin, 1993;
Wagner, 1994). Most recently, the preeminent theorist of
school reform, Michael Fullan, introduced the concept of
reculturation (Fullan, 1993, 2000), that is, how to changethe
norms, behaviors, language, expectations, and modes of in-
teraction among the people who work in schools.

GOALS OF THE ARTICLE

Comparedto 40 yearsago, cultureisnot only moreinfocusin
educational research and practice, but as the aforementioned
citationsimply, much progress has been madein understand-
ing theroleof culturein educational processes and outcomes.
However, thereis still much to be done.

First, an enduring problem is the isolation of researchers
working on the minority achievement gap from thosefocused
on school improvement. Both experience and findings point
to an urgent need to unify findings from these two research
communities and to build connections that can sharpen and
improvetheir work. Webelievethat acritical pathway for im-
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proving minority student learning and achievement is im-
proving schools and teaching. Having worked in both
communities, we believe that one point of connection be-
tween research on minority underachievement and research
on school reform isthe movement of both toward incorporat-
ing cultural analysesinto their investigations.

Second, in each of these research communities thereis a
need for cultural research that contributes critical details
needed to plan and sustain effective action for students, fami-
lies, teachers, and schools. To improve schooling and
achievement, and to connect the two communities, we need
unitsof analysisthat investigatorsin each community can use
to tap into significant structures, processes, and dynamics of
culture asthey affect individual studentsand schools. Theis-
sues are practical aswell as theoretical.

Thisarticle presentsand illustrates two such units of anal-
ysis: cultural settingsand cultural models, whichwedefinein
thefollowing section. We want to demonstrate that research-
ing features of culture using these ideas produces the kind of
details most needed to address the linked problems of
underachievement and school reform. For illustrations, we
draw from two parallel lines of research our team has con-
ducted since 1983, one addressed to minority
underachievement and the other to improving and reforming
schooling and teaching.

Thefirst line of research is alongitudinal study of immi-
grant Latino families and their children (Gallimore & Reese,
1999; Goldenberg, Gallimore, Reese, & Garnier, in press,
Reese, Garnier, Gallimore, & Goldenberg, in press). A prin-
cipa focusof thisstudy isunderstanding the achievement tra-
jectory of childrenwho enter school speaking Spanish and the
factors associated with their academic outcomes.

The second line of research, built on studies in Hawaii
(Tharp & Gallimore, 1988), beganinthemid 1980swithacase
study of a small-scale effort to improve Spanish-reading
achievement in kindergarten and first gradein the same com-
munity fromwhichwerecruitedthreefourthsof thesamplefor
the longitudinal study (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991). A
second intervention study in the same community was initi-
ated in 1990 and concluded in 1996 (Goldenberg, 2000;
Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994). A third in-progress interven-
tionwasinitiated in adifferent community in 1997. Our gen-
eral strategy isto collaboratewith administratorsand teachers
toimproveteaching andlearning—and document and analyze
the results of these efforts (e.g., Goldenberg & Gallimore,
1991; Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994; Saunders& Goldenberg,
1996; Saunders, Goldenberg, & Hamann, 1992).

MODELS AND SETTINGS

By cultural model swe mean shared mental schemaor norma-
tive understandings of how the world works, or ought to
work. The concept incorporates behavioral (activity) aswell
as cognitive and affective components. Cultural models en-
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code shared environmental and event interpretations, what is
valued and ideal, what settings should be enacted and
avoided, who should participate, the rules of interaction, and
the purpose of theinteractions (D’ Andrade, 1995; Holland &
Quinn, 1987; Shore, 1996; Weisner, 1984). Although the
concept incorporates elementsfrom other approaches, for ex-
ample, what sociologists refer to as a norm (Feiman-Nemser
& Floden, 1986; L ortie, 1975), some advantages of acultural
model approach have been presented by several authors who
attempted to integrate cognitive, anthropological, and socio-
logical research (Cole, 1996; D’ Andrade, 1995; Holland &
Quinn, 1987; Shore, 1996).

In more colorful terms, cultural models can be described
as"“toolsfor themind” (Cole, 1985) that represent, in agiven
community or ecological niche, historically evolved and
shared ways of perceiving, thinking, and storing possible re-
sponsesto adaptive challengesand changing conditions. Cul-
tural models are so familiar they are often invisible and
unnoticed by those who hold them. They define for individu-
astheway things are and should be, those taken-for-granted
assumptions only noticed when visiting a society with mark-
edly different models. Models develop gradualy, from col-
lectively transmitted information as well as unique and
shared experiences (Shore, 1996). We believe cultural mod-
els fit well with our second key concept, cultural settings
(Cole, 1996; Gallimore, Goldenberg, & Weisner, 1993;
Weisner, 1984), and provide some practical advantages for
educational researchers.

Our definition of cultural settings borrows from various
sources, including Sarason (1972), Tharp and Gallimore
(1988), Weisner (1984), and Whiting and Edwards (1988).
Sarason (1972) defined a setting as occurring “whenever two
or more people come together, over time, to accomplish
something” (p. ix). Tharp and Gallimore defined settings as
homely and familiar:

The social furniture of our family, community, and work
lives. They are... thesmall recurrent dramasof everyday life,
played on the stages of home, school, community, and work-
place—the father and daughter collaborating to find lost
shoes; the preschooler recounting a folk tale with sensitive
questioning of an adult; the child who plays a board game
through the help of a patient brother; the Navajo girl who as-
sists her mother’s weaving, and in the fullness of time, be-
comes a master weaver herself. (p. 72)

Both cultural models and settings are constrained and en-
abled by the ecological nichein which they reside (Weisner,
1984). Family lifein modern industrial states often revolves
around the 40-hr work week during which many parents earn
aliving and pursue upward mobility through exercise of their
own literacy and numeracy skills. These workplace settings
and demands influence parents developmental models for
their children (e.g., valuing early acquisition of literacy
skills) and the construction of household settings (e.g., bed-
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time story), which they hope foster valued goals. Likewise,
educators may benefit from time for collaborative planning,
but tradition, complex schedules, and competing demands
prevent the creation of settings where meaningful collabora-
tion is possible. In other words, what is possible in a given
ecology may determine what settings we can construct and
sustain and what cultural models have evolved. For our pur-
posesinthisarticle, wefocusmoreontheinterplay of settings
and cultural models, leaving discussion of ecological con-
straints and enablers to another occasion.

In summary, our basic premiseisthat cultureexists(andis
created) in settings, those occasions where people come to-
gether to carry out joint activity that accomplishes something
they value. In homes, common onesincludethe bedtimestory
or joint domestic work duringwhich parentsengagetheir chil-
dren in interactions consistent with shared, often
taken-for-granted and implicit models of child development
(D’ Andrade, 1995; Heath, 1983; Rogoff, 1990; Weisner,
1984). Settings can a so be homework time, watching televi-
sion, and sharing newsand eventsof theday. In schools, com-
mon settings (asidefrom classrooms, whichiswhereteachers
spend the overwhelming majority of their time) include fac-
ulty meetingsto makeannouncementsand discussoperational
changes and lunch in the teachers' room that provides one of
thefew timesduring the school day that teacherscan socialize
andinteract freely withcolleagues. Culture, inthesenseweare
using thisterm, isal so defined by theabsence of settings—not
all homes regularly “do” bedtime stories, homework time,
family dinners, and sharing news. In many—perhaps
most—schools, settings for collaborative work designed to
improve teaching and learning steadily simply do not exist.

Our experience suggests it can be useful to keep setting
and model analytically distinct, even though they are mani-
festly interconnected, and it is difficult to establish the pri-
macy of one or the other. We hope the value of maintaining
thedistinction becomes evident when weturnto adescription
of how models and settings haveinformed our work with mi-
nority children, particularly in the domains of home influ-
ences on literacy development and school improvement.
Rather than offer in this article more definitions of the two
units, we offer instead examplestaken from our studiesof La-
tino families and school improvement.

SETTINGS AND MODELS AS UNITS OF
ANALYSIS: LITERACY, LATINO
FAMILIES, AND SCHOOLS

In this section, we use materials taken from a longitudinal
study of immigrant Latino families and their children
(Gallimore & Reese, 1999; Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995;
Goldenbergetal.,inpress; Reeseetal., inpress). Thestudy be-
ganin 1989 with recruitment of arandomly selected sampl e of
121 L atino girlsand boysentering kindergarten in two school
districts in Southern California. The study is continuing at
present, with contacts now mainly with the youths (15 years

old). A mixed-method approach was employed throughout
that hasproduced quantitative data(survey sample) and quali-
tative data (case sampl e, randomly selected quarter of survey
sample). At kindergarten entry, all members of thissample of
second generation Spanish-speaking students were placed in
transitional bilingual programswhereinitial literacy instruc-
tionwasin Spanish. On entering kindergarten, studentsexhib-
ited substantial variability on individually administered tests
of early Spanish literacy. Achievement variability within the
sample continued throughout their elementary and middle
school years.

Latino Parents’ Model of Literacy
Development

Although nearly al parents in our longitudinal sample be-
lieve formal educationisakey to “becoming somebody,” lit-
eracy development prior to school is not a central feature of
their cultural model of child development. Rather, these im-
migrant Latino parents place priority on children’smoral de-
velopment, which they see as a superordinate parenta re-
sponsibility. Educacion is the term they use to refer to this
“moral” model of child development (Reese, Balzano,
Gallimore, & Goldenberg, 1995). Educacién placesthe prin-
cipal responsibility of a parent on the rearing of amoral and
responsible child who will become what is referred to as a
“personade bien” (agood person). Thegoal isachildwhois
bien educado, or “well brought up,” who knows right from
wrong, respects parents and others, and behaves properly.

When asked to prioritize activities that parents consider
important to dowiththeir childrenin the preschool years, par-
entsin the case study overwhelmingly ranked reading to chil-
drenlow (9 out of 12) and ranked teaching the children right
and wrong and teaching them good manners among the top
threeactivities(Reeseet a ., 1995). Early reading attemptsby
children before school starts are perceived as pretending to
read or not reading at all. Although parentsobservechildren’s
attempts at reading and writing, they do not appear to attach
much importance to these. Several parents expressed the
view that before their child went to school “no sabia nada’
(“hedidn’t know anything”; Reese & Gallimore, in press). In
other words, an “emergent literacy” perspective (e.g., Teale
& Sulzby, 1986) does not inform their cultural model of the
conditions under which children become literate.

Hereisan example of what one mother said about her kin-
dergartner:

[A] mother said her daughter pretended to read “ although she
doesn’t know anything.” The mother said her daughter would
get theolder sister’ sschoolbooksand “read” them: “ Shetalks
to herself and makes it up,” the mother said, laughing.
(Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995, p. 209)

It would beamistaketo infer that thismother had no inter-
est in her child’ seducation. She, asdid almost our entire sam-
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ple, aspired to a college education for her child (Goldenberg
etal.,inpress). What her commentsreflect isnot indifference
but acultural model, that construed her son’ sinterest as play-
ful, not a developmental precursor.

When the immigrant Latino parents do read to children,
they begin to do so at an age when they believe the child will
understand and appreciate what it is that they are reading.
Therefore, wereceived few reports of reading to children un-
der the age of 3. Over one half stated that they had begun at
ageb, or at thetimethat the child began school. Lessthan one
third felt that children below the age of 5 were able to under-
stand; othersreferredto age5 as“laedad delarazon,” or, “the
ageof reason.” For approximately onethird of thesample, re-
ligion was a significant reason parents read with children
(Reese & Gallimore, in press, Reese et al, 1995). However,
even when parents are using texts to teach right and wrong,
thesalient featurefor themisthemoral content, not readingto
the child to promote literacy.

Another feature of their cultural model isan emphasis on
what is sometimes called a “bottom-up” approach to begin-
ning reading (Gol denberg, 1988). Without exception, parents
inour sampledescribed theprocessaslearning first theletters
or the vowels, putting these together to make syllables, and
putting syllablestogether to makewords—thetraditional syl-
labic or phonetic methods used in Latin America when they
were children. Aswe shall demonstratein alater section, this
feature of their model constrains the way they interact with
children around literacy activities teachers send home.

In summary, the literacy model described by our sample
parentsincludes at least these features: Emergent literacy be-
havior of young children hasno important developmental sig-
nificance, learning to read beginsin school, learning to read
consists of first learning letters and sounds, and success in
school (e.g., learning to read) depends on proper moral devel-
opment. Like any model, it is a bundle of features, but these
are the ones most prevalent in project reports and observa-
tions, and they are the ones we focus on here.

Variable Model Implementation in Settings:
Cultural Models are Not Straitjackets

Seemingly widely shared and endorsed cultural models, such
asthe one our families described, do not necessarily produce
invariant behavior even within seemingly homogenous
groups. We observed substantial variationsin what was actu-
aly implemented when we examined specific everyday set-
tings in immigrant Latino households. Variations were a
product of many factors (Gallimore & Reese, 1999; Reese &
Gallimore, in press).

For example, in one case the mother had a ninth-grade ed-
ucation, including 5yearsof schoolinginthe United States. In
addition, however, shewas an active member of an Evangeli-
cal church, an involvement that had a profound effect on the
kinds of settings in her household (Bible reading, singing
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hymns, etc.). Thismother, like othersin our sample, had lim-
ited education, but because of her religious beliefs, created
literacy learning settings at home that were somewhat dis-
crepant from the widely shared and endorsed model of liter-
acy development. Another source of variation was the
amount of education the parentshadin Mexico and how much
their parents had (grandparents of sample children). Even
modest amounts of education prior to immigration was asso-
ciated with more frequent use of literacy by parentsliving in
the United States, including on the job and at home (Reese et
., inpress).

Another factor that affects what settings are created or ex-
ploited is exposure to alternative cultura practices. For in-
stance, one mother worked as ahousekeeper for someone she
observed reading to a 3-year-old. The mother expressed sur-
prise and commented that in Mexico “reading to achild” was
not acommon household setting. She also mentioned she had
|ater attempted reading to her own children, although she did
not continue because they thought it strange. In other words,
shecould not easily construct anew setting. Inno casedid we
find parents objecting to such amendmentsto their practices.
Rather, they were open to making changes if they believed it
would aid their children, and many reported such changes, al-
though none of theseinvolved their basic view that moral de-
velopment wasapreeminent parental responsibility (Reese &
Gallimore, in press).

The most dramatic effect on settings we observed in
households was produced by contacts between the home and
the school. By direct observation of eventsin households, we
determined there was nearly a 50% increase in literacy set-
tings after a child entered kindergarten. Most of the parents
understood or sustained a setting, which could be glossed as
homework. Into this setting they fitted many kinds of things.
In some cases, children appropriated the setting and incorpo-
rated it into their play as “playing school,” using discarded
textbooks and recycled school worksheets (sometimes from
older siblings).

When small Spanish language books were provided by
teachers for kindergartners, we observed greatly increased
language use in home literacy settings. Although conven-
tional worksheetsyielded episodesamost identical inlength,
parents spoke with their children much more during book
reading than did the parents whose children received more
conventional copying and letter-learning activities. More
specifically, parents gave children more positive feedback,
asked more questions, and made more modeling statements.
In other words, meaningful textsled toincreasingly elaborate
verbal scripts during literacy episodes (Galimore &
Goldenberg, 1993).

We make no claim that these variations in settings
mean that the cultural models had changed in any founda-
tional manner. Indeed, the model of literacy development
that we have described here was widely shared and en-
dorsed. The point is that despite what seems a ubiquitous
view on how literacy develops, there is flexibility in what
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settings parents construct, and that settings and model anal-
ysis sometimes provides useful information for designing or
interpreting interventions, as the next section attemptsto il-
lustrate.

Using a Models and Settings Analysis to
Inform Programs and Interventions

The interconnection between shared models people “hold in
their heads’ and variable instantiation in everyday settings
caninfluence the effects of an intervention designed for indi-
vidua children. For example, Goldenberg, Reese, and
Gallimore (1992) examined the impact of sending home
bookson L atino children who werein one of two groups: One
group used simple, photocopied storybooks in Spanish
(Libros); asecond group received packets of traditional pho-
nics worksheets. Once or twice per month during the school
year a new book or packet of worksheets (depending on
which group the child was in) was introduced and used at
school, then sent home. Parentswere asked to use these mate-
rials with their children to help them learn to read. Experi-
enced fieldworkerswent into the homes of both groupsto ob-
serve use of the books and worksheets, with special attention
to the nature of the settings. It was expected that the Libros
would increase the frequency of parents and children
coreading, and that these occurrences would impact chil-
dren’ sreading achievement at school. When the Libroswere
introduced, they were slotted into a homework setting that
preexisted in amost al households (a setting that was con-
gruent with their cultural model of schooling). However, the
parent—child interactions constructed around Libros were
clearly not those intended by the teachers. Teachers and pro-
gram developers expected the Libros would prompt read-
ing-together sessionsin which the parentswould read and re-
read stories with and to their children and engage in
interactions about the story, characters, and so on.
Aspredicted, at theend of kindergarten, childrenin class-
rooms using the Libros (and accompanying materials) at
school and home were more advanced in their literacy devel-
opment than childrenin the comparison readiness classrooms
(Goldenberg, 1990). However, we were surprised by the fol-
lowing findings: Use of the Libros at home was unrelated to
children’searly literacy scores. In contrast, use of the phonics
worksheets at home was strongly related to children’s early
literacy scores (Goldenberg et al., 1992). We think the expla-
nation for both findings has to do with how the parents’ cul-
tural model of learning to read affected how they structured
theliteracy interactionsthematerial sfrom school generated.
Although the intent was for parents to use the Libros to
createan emergent literacy settingaroundtheLibros, families
instead exploited the materials in ways that made sense to
them. They used the little books to have children engage in
rote practice and repetition. They did not use them as little
storybooks to read, reread, and talk about with children; in-

stead, they saw them as materialsto be used to help children
learn and remember how to recognize words. Even when a
child made acomment about acharacter or storyline, the par-
ent would redirect the child to practice reading thetext. How-
ever, parents used the worksheets in ways that were
congruent with how the worksheets should be used—to prac-
tice the associations between sounds and letters—and also
congruent with parents' early literacy model. In contrast, the
Libros were used in away that made sense to the parents but
that was incompatible with the nature of the materials them-
selves. Storybooks make poor worksheets, and if they are
used asworksheets, they areunlikely to have any effect onlit-
eracy learning—which they did not: Use of the booklets at
home had no bearing on literacy attainment at the end of the
school year, whereas use of the worksheets did.

Thestudy illustratesthe complex interconnection between
settings and cultural models. Families may sustain or con-
struct settingsin which literacy can take place, but the details
can vary substantially depending on personal experiences as
well as their cultural model of literacy development. In the
case of the Libros experiment, parents used the materialsin
ways consistent with their cultural model of how children
learn to read and their perception of the purpose of the home-
work assignments, whether they were using books or
worksheets. If achild brought work home from school, most
parents transformed the activity into rote practice, whether
that wastheteacher’ sintent or not (Gallimore & Goldenberg,
1993; Goldenberg et al., 1992).

We believe this study shows the value of empirically as-
sessing both settings and models to successfully accommo-
date an intervention to a particular cultura context. In the
next section on school sand teachers, we show thevalue of us-
ing these units of analysis to untangle barriers to improving
teaching. We argue that settings and cultural models are key
unitsfor understandingwhy itisso hard to changeteachingin
public schools, the topic to which we now turn.

SETTINGS AND MODELS TO
GUIDE RESEARCH AND ACTION IN
SCHOOL REFORM

Inthissection, weapply settingsand modelsto adifferent do-
main to push our claim that they have broader implications
beyond what was mentioned earlier. Along with our work on
Latino children’ sfamiliesand homes, we a so examined ave-
nues for improving achievement in schools the children at-
tend. One challenge we faced was identifying a common set
of concepts, or tools, to inform our efforts. An advantage of
doing this is parsimony, part of the traditional “scientific
model” pursuit of explanatory frameworksrequiring the least
elements necessary that are as genera as possible. The de-
sired outcomes are a better, more comprehensive understand-
ing of how culture works in diverse areas of human activity
and amove away from idiosyncratic approaches by the vari-
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ous research communities that invoke the concept. In our
case, the specific motivation is the reflexive problems now
challenging the educational research community: Resolving
the minority achievement gap and overcoming the barriersto
school improvement and reform. Thus, athough some may
regard extending cultural settings and models to an analysis
of school reform as a stretch (even a disconnect between the
previous section on early literacy and this one on school re-
form), we suggest instead it is alogical and practical exten-
sionand apotentialy fruitful onefor someof themost serious
challenges facing the nation’s schools.

In addition to our studies of Latino families and children,
we found that settings and models are useful for understand-
ing key dynamics of school change. Just as family members
come together regularly (or irregularly) during the course of
their daily or weekly routines—for example, dinner time,
church, homework, play time, watching TV—informed by
their cultural models, so too do people in schools (teachers,
students, administrators, aides) come together in settings on
some regular or irregular basis, informed by their normative
models. In these settings—classrooms, faculty meetings,
grade-level meetings, and the like—the peoplein school s at-
tempt to accomplish their work. The problem in schools is
that settingsarerarely as productive asthey need to be. Meet-
ingsare held and children arein classrooms, but purposes, de-
sired outcomes, and means to accomplish ends are too often
unclear. The cultural models that inform settings in schools,
and the settings that help shape these cultural models, are of -
ten inimical to productive work leading to school improve-
ment. We argue that clearly conceptualizing settings and
cultural models can help focus thinking and acting in ways
that can further school reform efforts.

Cellular and Collaborative Models in
the Culture of Teaching®

We never had grade level meetings where we had to talk to
each other and see what was going on and where everyone
was. | remember [when | first started at this school] having to
go from room to room and asking what page [others] were on
because | had no ideaif | was on track or off track or things
like that. (Goldenberg, 2000)

The experiences of the teacher quoted earlier are all too
common; teachers, especially beginning teachers, work
largely isolated from others. They are often on their own and
must guess or ask othersif they are on track. But, unlike most
teachers, the teacher quoted here participated in a5-year pro-
ject where norms of collaboration and interaction emerged
and helped produce improvements in student learning
(Goldenberg, 2000; Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994). As we

'Unless otherwise noted, all quotations in this section are from
Goldenberg (2000).
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describelater, the culture of the school wasfundamentally al-
tered. Cultural models and settings help us understand how
and why this happened; our analysisillustrates the utility of
these concepts for promoting and studying school reform.

Research onthe culture of teachingisfilled with images of
the teacher as an isolated professional; one adult alone (per-
haps with a part-time aide) with 20 to 35 young people. Will-
ingly or not, teachers spend by far the majority of their time
working autonomously. Given achoiceasto how to spend ex-
tra work time, teachers overwhelmingly prefer to work in
their classrooms or on classroom-related matters rather than
on committees or school-wide matters with other teachers
(Lortie, 1975). AsLortiesaid, teachers’ “impulsesareorgani-
zationally centrifugal; their primary allegianceisto the class-
room” (p. 164).

A likely explanation for this orientation is the “egg crate
ecology” of teaching; Feiman-Nemser and Floden (1986)
caledita“cellular structure.” Teachersspendtheoverwhelm-
ing majority of their work time in settings away from other
professionals, teaching in classroomsthat areessentialy little
islands unto themselves. Occasionaly, the principa or an-
other teacher will walk in for brief periods, but they are not a
functional part of the classroom setting. AsLortie (1975) and
many others have pointed out, teachers’ fundamental orienta-
tion is to the students in their classrooms. Teachers are ad-
versely affected when things are not going well with students
intheir classrooms, and their greatest sourceof pleasure (their
preeminent “psychic rewards,” according to Lortie) comes
fromseeing studentslearnwhat theteacher attemptedtoteach.
Given the settingsin which teacherswork and what occupies
the great preponderance of their thinking and behaving, it is
not surprising that a cellular model of teaching prevails.

Research over the past 2 decades has suggested, however,
that good things happen in schools where cell boundaries be-
come permeable and norms of collegiality and cooperation
are established—in other words, when the cellular model
gives way to a collaborative model (e.g., Little, 1982;
Rosenholtz, 1989). “In collaborative schools, pedagogy and
assessment feed on each other, through the interaction of
teachers to produce better results” (Fullan, 2000, p. 582).
Fullan (1993, 2000) called this shift reculturing and suggests
that it isakey toimproving teaching and learning in schools.
Fullan (2000) argued that restructuring isrelatively easier to
do, but “it makes no difference by itself to improvement in
teaching and learning” (p. 582):

What does make a difference is reculturing [italics
added]—defined as the process of developing professional
learning communities in the schoal, i.e., going from a situa-
tion of limited attention, to assessment and pedagogy, to one
where teachers and others routinely focus on these matters
and make associated improvements. (Fullan, 2000, pp. 582)

How does the prevailing cultural model of teaching, at
least this aspect of it, change? We do not really know. As
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Fullan (2000) pointed out, although wehavereasontobelieve
that going from a cellular to collaborative model (where
teachers focus collaboratively on how to improve teaching
and learning in concrete, operational terms) will help produce
improvements in teaching and learning

Thereis one fundamental remaining problem. The research-
ers who report these results found collaborative (or non-col-
laborative) schoolsasthey were, i.e., oncethey were“ up and
running.” We know nothing about how these particular
schools got that way, let alone how we would go about pro-
ducing more of them. The particular pathways to collabora-
tion in new situations remain obscure. (p. 582)

Hereiswherethe concepts of settingsand cultural models
become extremely useful units of analysis, shedding some
light on what Fullan (2000) called the obscure “ pathways to
collaboration” (p. 582).

Settings for Teacher Work and Learning:
Pathways for Changing School Culture

A 5-year project inapredominantly L atino elementary school in
theLos Angelesareaprovidesan illustration of how the cellular
model of teaching can betransformedinto acollaborativemodel
through the creation of settings where sustained, focused, and
joint work among teacherstakesplace. Inthiscase, the shift was
also associated with improved student outcomes. Goldenberg
and Sullivan (1994) sought to improve achievement at the
school where Sullivan was principa by using a school-change
model to promote structural and cultural changes at the school.
Inbrief, themodel identifiesfour elementsto “leverage” change
at aschool site: goalsthat are set and shared, indicator sthat mea-
sure success, assistance by capable others, and leader ship that
supports and pressures. Goldenberg and Sullivan’s hypothesis
was that these four elements, in concert and strategically de-
ployed, could change the culture of the school, influencing di-
mensions of teacher thinking (e.g., expectations and efficacy)
and behavior (e.g., classroom practices and parent contacts),
which would then influence student outcomes. The project was
infact moderately successful inimproving student learning. Av-
erage achievement at the school improved in both absolute and
relative (to the rest of the district) terms, on both standardized
and peformance-based measures (Goldenberg, 2000;
Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994).

More to the point of thisarticle, important changesin the
cultural model of teaching, from cellular to collaborative,
also took place at the school. The explanation for how and
why this happened helps us address the challenge Fullan
(2000) said reformers face—creating the conditions where
collaboration among professionals becomes the norm. How,
in other words, do we go from a cellular to a collaborative
model of teachers' work? The answer we discovered in this
project resided in the creation of settings at the school where
the four change elements—goalss, indicators, assistance, and

leadership—were actualy in operation. It was in these
settingsthat teachers, administrators, and sometimes collabo-
rating researchersmet, discussed, planned, and tried out ideas
aimed at improving language artsteaching and learning at the
school. The settings were places where, as Sarason (1972)
suggested, “two or more people[came] together, over time, to
accomplish something” (p. ix). Thecreation and sustaining of
these settings, over several years, helped counteract the cen-
trifugal impulses of teaching that Lortie (1975) identified
while establishing a pathway for improvement through col-
|aboration.

There was an Academic Expectations Committee (AEC)
comprising faculty representatives that developed a set of
grade-level goalsand expectationsin language artsand math-
ematics(thiswas 1990-1992, beforethe standards movement
swept the country). The AEC’ s successor, the Academic As-
sessment Committee (AAC), developed and compiled vari-
ousin- and out-of-the-classroom assessment strategiestied to
the academic goalsthe AEC had formulated. Therewerealso
numerous teacher workgroups that provided small groups of
teachers with the opportunity to meet regularly (as often as
once per week) to focus on acontent or instruction area such
as math, writing, cooperative learning, or thematic teaching
(Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994). Other settings, such as fac-
ulty meetings, grade-level meetings, andthe principal’ s“ cab-
inet,” already existed but had not been used to promote
focused, school-wide, and coherent improvement. These set-
tings proved to be very important in the overall change ef-
forts. They alsoillustrated the difference between our concept
of settings and what is very common in schools—meetings.
What distinguishes settings from typical meetings is that in
settings (as we define them), rhetoric and talk about school
change get trandated into actions that then have conse-
quencesfor teaching and learning. Thenet effect of all the set-
tingsat Freeman Elementary School (the school described by
Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994) was that a shared cultural
model evolved emphasizing collaborative work and learning
among theentire school faculty. Throughthe creation of these
settings and the adaptation of already existing ones, the cul-
ture of teaching at the school was fundamentally altered. A
group ethosevolved inwhichimproving student achievement
through continued and sustained collaborative work with col-
leagues became the norm. Thefollowing sectionswill elabo-
rate on these themes.

Models, Settings, and Pathways to Change

Itisimpossibleto overestimate, but difficult to communicate,
how thoroughly the aforementioned settings transformed
Freeman asaplacefor teaching and learning and theimprove-
ment of both. The settings changed what teachers did and on
what they spent their time, but they also changed how teach-
ersthought about their professional activities, in other words,
their cultural model of teaching. Teachers focused on their
classrooms, certainly; but, it was now generally understood
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that part of what they did involved working with other profes-
sionals onissues that had direct implication for teaching and
learning at the school. Asafaculty, they fulfilled the National
Board of Professional Teaching Standards's (2000) vision of
professionals engaging in “collaborative efforts to improve
the effectiveness of the school.”

By the 3rd year of the project, every teacher at the school
participated in multiple settings outside the classroom di-
rectly focused onimproving student learning insidethe class-
room. The settings counteracted the centrifugal forces of
teaching and provided common pathways for collaborative
work. Teachers' own words indicate how the cultural model
of teaching at the school had changed asthe settings emerged
and evolved. Theteacher quoted at the beginning of this sec-
tion, who reported that “We never had grade level meetings
where we had to talk to each other” and that she had to go
classroom to classroom to get help as anew teacher, went on
to say things had changed quite a bit:

Now [italicsadded] ... with [theprincipal’ s] leadership
it's kind of a given [italics added] that there’'s more
communication within the staff, especially within the
gradelevels, asit pertainsto the goalsand just commu-
nication in general. It'srealy good.

Her use of the phrase“Now ... it'skind of agiven” issig-
nificant because it suggests that the very basic assumptions
and norms about what teachers are to do—the model of
teacher behavior itself, with respect to collegial rela-
tions—had changed. Other teachersreported much thesame:

All teachers are working together at thispoint, in grade
levelsand in teacher work groups. And they’ re focused
on, inall of thegroups, towork toward thegoalsand ob-
jectivesthat werewrittenfor all gradelevels. All teach-
ershad input onthat. They’realso all working towards,
they’reall focused in the same place. It'sallowed them
tobeunified. It' salowed them to feel good about what
they’re doing.

These examplesillustrate one of the themes of thisarticle:
Settings and models are interpenetrated. What teachers say
they do, where they do it, and how they think about it are
seamlessly woven together. The first teacher quoted earlier
talks about grade-level meetings asthe setting wherethereis
“especially” more communication among teachers; thiscom-
munication “pertains to the goals’ (as well as “communica-
tion in general”); and al of thisis “realy good;” in direct
contrast to before, when there was no communication and
novice teachers were on their own. The second teacher re-
veals the same interpenetration, with what teachers do
(“working together”), where they do it (“gradelevelsand ...
work groups”), and how they think and feel about it (“focused
... unified ... good about what they’re doing”) woven to-
gether. The settings gave rise to a collaborative model; the
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collaborative model informed and enriched the settings.
These are rich pathways indeed.

An indication of the intense collaboration within and
across settings, a striking contrast with the cellular or egg
crate ecology of teaching, is provided by this teacher:

Wehave our grade-level meetings, and we have our academic
assessment committees and ... they all kind of correlate to-
gether [italics added]. And say at the Academic Assessment
Committee if we talked about oh, when you go back to your
grade-level meeting ask them about this, this, and that. Re-
member [get] input before we finalize this. Wejust don’t do
thingsand they’ re stone. Wetake them back to our gradelev-
els we look them over and we kind of make changes, take
them back and if everyone agrees then we go on from there.
Nobody isleft out in the dark and everyone knows what’ s go-
ingon[italicsadded]. | would say ... everyone getsto partici-
pate in the decision-making at this school. It's very good.
(Goldenberg & Sullivan, 1994, p. 17)

A final element of the cultural model of teaching that
evolved at Freeman and that wewish to emphasizewasthat of
teacher as learner. Teachers reported that their work on the
AEC, AAC, workgroups, and faculty meetings was the best
professional development they had ever experienced. Asked
how the professional development they had at the school
compared to how it was previously, one veteran teacher an-
swered:

I'd say it's remarkably different. A few years ago we
had mostly district mandated in-services ... unfortu-
nately they couldn’t be more than two or three times
[during theyear] and it could have been[only] anintro-
duction[or] getting your feet wet, and it’ sanew part of
the curriculum. And then all the in-servicing would
stop ... . But now with the workgroups, teachers have
timetowork onwhatever their areaof emphasisandit’s
something that is directly pertaining to our goals.
Teachershavetimeevery week, wehavereleasetimeto
get out of classat 1:45, westart our groupsand [ some of
us stay] least until 3:45 or 4:00.

An anonymous survey of the entire faculty (N = 30) con-
firms what this teacher said. On a1 (low) to 5 (high) scale,
90% responded 4 or 5 when asked whether workgroups had a
positive effect on their classroom teaching; 79% chose 4 or 5
when asked whether workgroups enhanced professional rela-
tionships; and 93% rated the quality of interaction among par-
ticipantsa4 or 5. Fromteachers' standpoints, theworkgroups
were clearly successful and made significant contributionsto
improvement efforts at the school (Powell, 1998). Most sig-
nificant for the argument we are advancing here, however, is
how the culture of teaching had changed at Freeman and the
role the workgroups and the settings had played. This was
strikingly summed up by a teacher who was asked whether
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shethought she was a better teacher asaresult of thisproject.
Shereplied

Definitely. 100% ... 200% ... . Everything, it al comes to-
gether. Before, wewould just havefaculty meetings. Thenwe
started having grade-level meetings. It went from the very
genera to very specific, and yet, back to the general, because
everyone knows what everyone's doing, and you have your
meetings, and then you meet with other people and you see
what they aredoing. It’ slike one big classroominstead of one
big school [italics added]. (Sullivan, 1994, p. 1)

In short, the experience at Freeman suggests some impor-
tant new insights into how we can help school cultures get
recultured, that is, develop norms, expectations, behaviors,
and patterns of interaction that promote collaborative work
focused on student learning. Cultural settings and cultural
models help illuminate the pathway.

ADVANTAGES OF MODELS AND
SETTINGS IN CULTURAL ANALYSES

Theideaof culture has provided educational researchers and
practitioners with many concepts that have been applied to
important educational problems and critical questions. Our
purpose in this article has been to offer for consideration two
concepts, models and settings, that we have found useful but
not typically deployed in research and discussions of cul-
ture’' srole in education. We used them to try and understand
therole of culture in two domains that are crucial for Latino
childrenandfor childrenin general: homeinfluenceson early
literacy development and school reform.

Anyonefamiliar with the diverseliterature on cultural mod-
els and settings will quickly realize that our definitions and
summariesarebroad, bordering on cursory. Wealso appreciate
that this article, because of space limitations, presents few de-
tailson setting and model methodol ogies such asthe construc-
tionor discovery of cultural models(e.g., Agar & Hobbs, 1985;
D’Andrade, 1991). We appeal to anyone interested in these
ideasto consult theliteraturescited, in addition to many we had
no room to include. We aso accept that these two concepts
themselves are subject to ossification and misuse and by no
means represent a full accounting of the referents of culture.
Our claim is that these ideas provide certain practica advan-
tages for educational researchers and practitioners.

Wefound several advantages of using settingsand models
asunits of analysis. Because cultural models are variably or-
ganized in everyday settings, this approach provides an em-
pirical strategy for dealing with the variability among
individualsin supposedly homogenous groups. By assuming
variability in househol d settings, despite shared cultural mod-
els, this approach also provides a way of addressing culture
without treating all individuals within a cultural group as
alike. The models or settings approach predicts variability,
thereforeit actsas counterweight to stereotyping tendencies.

Another advantage to this approach isthat it permits (per-
haps even encourages) identification of commonalties, as
well as differences, among presumably distinct groups. For
example, although major features of cultural models may be
retained, as in the case of immigrant Latino commitment to
moral development as a preeminent goal, models are subject
to change. Amendment or evolution of cultural models pre-
dictably occurs when families (or teachers) move into and
must adapt to anew set of ecological constraintsand enablers
(Edgerton, 1992). We have found this to be the case among
immigrant Latino families (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995).
Moreover, although teachers and parents might have differ-
ing models, there may be many shared features around which
they can collaborate and many that are complementary. An
example of thisis parents and teachers' valuing of formal
schooling as an important pathway for social and economic
mobility. Focusing on culture as a categorical and discreet
variable can obscure these commonalities; examining varia-
tion in models and settings can reveal them.

Differences can also be revealed. An examplein our own
work istheemphasisof the Latino familieson early moral de-
velopment in contrast to theteachers’ emphasison early liter-
acy development. It would not be surprising if teachers and
parentsfailed to realize that education and educacion refer to
different cultura models of child development. They are
complementary, but they reflect different emphases. Asare-
sult, teachers may not always recognize why some parents
might show so much interest in how their child behaves. Itis
not because they do not care about academic achievement;
rather, itisbecause good comportment isseen asafoundation
for doingwell in school. Analyzing culturethrough thelenses
of models and settings permits a more subtle and complex
view of culture, onethat iscloser, we believe, to what culture
truly is: dynamic, heterogeneous, and impossible to encapsu-
late in neat formulas.

Settings and model s areinterconnected in waysthat affect
the design and implementation of interventions and innova-
tions. Culture matters, both at home and at school, but the
question researchers and professionalshave grappled withiis,
“How doesit matter?’ The answer isobviously important for
more than just theoretical reasons. The impetus for invoking
cultureto explainminority underachievement and thefailures
of school reform came from the great practical urgency of
these problems and the need to make significant changes in
how school s function. One of the benefits of models and set-
tings as units of analysisis that they suggest ways in which
schoolsand school cultures can be changed to better servethe
needs of all students.

CONCLUSION

Aswe noted in the introduction, the concept of culture holds
promise for helping us understand and positively influence
the course of children’s—all children’s, not just ethnic mi-
nority children’s—academic development (Tharp, Estrada,
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Dalton, & Y amauchi, 2000). Y et, although culture hashad an
important influence on certain segments of research and the-
ory, wearehard pressed to find comparabl einfluence on edu-
cationa policy and practice. There are some examples, such
asCalifornia sCross-Cultural, Language, and Academic De-
velopment emphasiscredential, which requiresincorporating
cultural content and concepts in teacher training (California
Commission on Teacher Credentialing, 1992). However,
generally speaking, cultural conceptsdo not seemto have had
agreat impact on educational practice. Olsen et al. (1994) ar-
gued that in the 1990s spate of reform, issues of culture were
largely absent. One possible explanation for this is that the
cultural conceptsadvanced by researchershave not been seen
as especialy useful for educators whose primary concern is
helping children achieve at higher levels.

The problem remains and may become even more impor-
tant given recent trends. For example, teachers are increas-
ingly being urged to think of their domains of responsibility
as extending beyond what they do in their own classrooms
and into the domains of the whole school and of the families
and communities where they work. The National Board of
Professional Teaching Standards (2000), for example, said
that although teaching is usually thought of in terms of pro-
viding daily learning experiences to students

Accomplished teachers have arange of duties and tasks out-
side the direct instruction of students that contribute impor-
tantly to the quality of the school and to student learning.
Therearetwo broad areas of responsibility. Oneinvolvespar-
ticipationin collaborativeeffortstoimprovethe effectiveness
of the school. The second entails engaging parents and others
in the community in the education of young people.

Such recommendations run against the grain and defy the
cultural models and settingsthat largely define the culture of
teaching. Our hopeisthat the concepts of model sand settings
illustrated here can contributeto making theNational Board’s
statements more than well-meaning rhetoric.
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